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Hannah Robertson reports on the rediscovery of one of the world’s 
rarest insects and conservation efforts to maintain it.
Sticking in thereThe ecological significance of 
the Lord Howe Island Group, an 
imposing and beautiful cluster 
of volcanic islands about 500 
kilometres off the coast of New 
South Wales, is undisputed. 
First discovered by Europeans 
in the early nineteenth century, 
the islands have been actively 
studied by naturalists ever since 
and there is therefore a great deal 
of historical information about the 
flora and fauna. This is just as well 
as the same ships that brought 
people to the islands also brought 
rats, which have, predictably, led 
to the extinction of a number of 
species.
A World Heritage-listed site 
since 1982, Lord Howe Island 
boasts an impressive 150 endemic 
plant species, as well as several 
endemic algae, fish, echinoderms, 
and birds. The island group is 
ecologically important for its 
diverse habitats, the fact that its 
ecosystems are largely intact, and because it is home to a 
number of threatened species. 
It is the site of the southernmost 
coral reef and spans a unique 
transition from coral to algal reef, 
therefore supporting an unusual 
juxtaposition of tropical and 
temperate marine species. The 
kentia palm, popular the world 
over as an indoor plant and well 
known as a favoured decoration in 
Victorian ballrooms, grows wild on 
Lord Howe Island. Most recently 
the island has yielded the first 
persuasive evidence of sympatric 
speciation — the divergence of 
the kentia (Howea forsteriana) and 
curly (Howea belmoreana) palms.
Less popular with the general 
public, but of equal ecological 
importance, are the insects and 
the island group is home to a 
number of interesting species. 
Among them is a soil-burrowing 
cockroach on the brink of 
extinction; and the rarest insect 
in the world (perhaps the rarest invertebrate), the Lord Howe 
Island phasmid.
The former is a large, flightless 
cockroach that lives in burrows 
that extend about a metre under 
ground. They bear about 30 live 
young at a time and, because 
native cockroach species tend 
to live in isolation, they are 
particularly suited to population 
and evolution studies. They are 
extinct on Lord Howe Island, but a 
small population still exists on an 
island in the island’s lagoon, and 
their cause is being championed 
by Associate Professor Harley 
Rose of the University of Sydney.
The latter is a magnificent, 
flightless stick insect measuring 
up to 15 centimetres long and 
known to locals as the land 
lobster or sometimes tree lobster. 
They were last seen on Lord 
Howe Island in the 1920s, quite 
soon after the 1918 shipwreck 
credited with their extinction. 
These massive insects are 
known to be nocturnal and to 
feed on and nest in trees. It was 
therefore extremely surprising Island surprise: The Lord Howe Island Group, 500 kilometres east of Australia, is home to some remarkable species and a rediscov-
ered stick insect under intense efforts to ensure its survival. (Photo: Kew Gardens, London.)
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Fifty years after it was first 
published, Gerald Durrell’s 
My Family and Other Animals 
is being released in a special 
edition by Puffin for children and 
as part of a trilogy of books by 
the author on his life as a boy 
in Corfu by Penguin. Called by 
the zoologist and broadcaster, 
Sir David Attenborough, as a 
“one- man pressure group”, 
Durrell is increasingly seen as one 
of the pioneers of conservation 
biology. 
Although Durrell died 11 years 
ago, his widow, Lee Durrell, also a 
zoologist, hopes the new editions 
will introduce a new generation to 
his writings and the conservation 
work he began on Jersey in 1959, 
where he turned his concerns into 
a lifelong mission.
Well before the world at large 
had woken up to the dangers 
of environmental degradation 
and the impact on the planet’s 
diversity, Durrell, a self-taught 
zoologist, championed the 
conservation message. He 
founded the Durrell Wildlife 
Conservation Trust with the 
aim of preserving species at 
risk of extinction in the wild. It 
now has 100 staff at its base 
in Jersey and 30 more in 50 
projects across 18 countries, in 
programmes spending £5 million 
a year.
He set up on the back of his 
royalties, borrowing the money 
to start his own project in Jersey, 
including a major breeding 
programme. Its work included 
saving the Mauritius kestrel, 
which was down to only four birds 
before the trust’s efforts boosted 
the number to 1,000. 
On Madagascar, there are 
about 10 endangered species 
that are being bred in captivity 
both on the island and back in 
Jersey as a survival insurance 
policy. And the government of 
Monserrat called in the Durrell 
Wildlife Trust for support after the 
volcano devastated large parts 
of the island and threatened the 
Monserrat oriole bird and the 
mountain chicken, which is, in 
fact, a frog. They are being bred 
in Jersey as a safety net in case 
the native population fails to 
recover.
Durrell was concerned that 
conventional zoos at that time 
were doing little towards the 
conservation of species. His 
Jersey zoo has now abandoned 
the name zoo because of 
the negative connotations, 
and preserves species by 
breeding them in captivity and 
reintroducing them into their 
original habitat when conditions 
become favourable. It has also 
provided professional training 
for many zoologists and 
conservationists.
The extraordinary thing, said 
Attenborough at a memorial 
service for Durrell, was “that 
everything he said, and then 
typically, did, seems now so 
obvious, so logical, and so much 
a part of everyday conservation 
language, that we easily forget 
how radical, revolutionary and 
downright opinionated these 
statements seemed at the time”. 
He was a beacon to a generation 
of zoo directors who were to be 
inspired by his belief that their 
institutions could contribute 
to the preservation of wildlife, 
Attenborough said.
And many conservationists 
believe Durrell’s influence can 
Nigel Williams notes the fiftieth 
anniversary of an influential 
conservationist’s book.
Captive readersto entomologists when a rock 
climber, returning from a 1964 
expedition to Ball’s Pyramid in the 
LHIG, produced a photo of what 
appeared to be the recently dead 
remains of one. That they could 
be living on a menacingly steep 
and barren volcanic outcrop, 
500 metres tall and shaped like 
a needle, seemed implausible, 
particularly as there were no 
trees, only shrubs, on the island. 
Add to that the fact that Ball’s 
Pyramid and Lord Howe Island, 
the only previously known home 
to the insects, have never been 
connected by land and it seemed 
impossible. But when a second 
rock climber reported seeing 
them five years later scientists 
began to take notice. After a 
series of expeditions failed 
to find any evidence of a live 
population optimism faded. But 
in 2001 a party of entomologists 
and conservationists found them 
again, desperately clinging to 
life on a lone Melaleuca (tea 
tree) bush. So few insects were 
found that they did not dare bring 
any back to the mainland, and 
they were able to make very few 
observations about them — this 
partly due to their surprising 
speed so that they rapidly went 
into hiding when approached.
A year later they returned to 
find 24 adults — a number still 
so low that the smallest event 
could eradicate them all. The 
risk of leaving them to their fate 
was matched only by the risk of 
removing any to set up a captive 
breeding program. Ultimately, 
though, this was done and two 
breeding pairs were brought 
to mainland Australia, one to 
Melbourne zoo and one to a 
private breeder in Sydney. After 
a number of scares these two 
breeding pairs have now led to a 
captive population that outnumber 
those in the wild — almost 100 
including 10 adults. 
The next, and most important, 
step will be to reintroduce the 
insects to Lord Howe Island but 
before this can be considered 
the rats and feral cats will have 
to be eradicated. There is, not 
surprisingly, great public support 
for this among the islands 
population of approximately 300, 
but they are less enthusiastic about the release of a large, 
somewhat menacing, insect 
they perceive as a pest. Sadly 
for the phasmid, insects tend 
not to attract the same public 
affection as other endangered 
species, despite being essential 
components of any ecosystem and fascinating organisms in their 
own right. Perhaps, though, an 
exception might be made for this 
one — the rarest insect in the 
world, endemic to a particularly 
significant ecology, and the only 
insect so far observed to cuddle 
its partner at night.
